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  A Note to the Reader




  What? Another book on canoeing the Boundary Waters? That was my reaction when friends prodded me to write this book. However, as my thoughts began to meld, I realized that my background as a Boundary Waters guide and Canadian river expedition leader could shed new light on traditional ways.




  For example, lightweight camping equipment has simplified the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness (BWCA) experience, though some traditional products, like Duluth packs, Minnesota-style canoe yokes, wool shirts, and L.L.Bean boots continue to defy the competition.




  Thankfully, campfires are still permitted in the Boundary Waters, though most modern voyageurs prefer to cook on single-burner trail stoves. However, special techniques are required to prevent thick soups and cereals from burning in the intense heat of a gas stove. I'll share these expedition tricks with you in chapter 10, along with my most popular recipes, like pita pizza and steamed cinnamon-sugar tortillas. You'll also learn how to use pot insulators and cozies to save stove fuel and keep foods hot.




  In chapters 2 and 4 you'll discover that you don't have to make tough portages to get away from the crowd! In chapter 11 there are serious skills for maintaining command when the weather turns sour. Chapter 13 details safety concerns and hazards that are unique to this land of proud granite. If you'll be tripping in June when the insects are bad, you may want to avoid dark blue clothing and construct the "Susie bug net" described in chapter 12. If you're canoeing with kids, you'll want to read the field-proven advice in chapter 9. And in chapter 14 you'll find some expert tips that will smooth your Boundary Waters experience.




  In time you'll relish the challenge that comes with rain, wind, waves, and unfamiliar routes. As you gain experience you'll realize that knowledge—not expensive gear—is what's most needed to make an enjoyable trip through the Boundary Waters. Most of all, I hope you'll gain an appreciation for the fragile nature of the BWCA and a deep respect for the men and women who have fought—and continue to fight—to preserve its wild heritage.




  

    [image: ]




    Santa Claus (Dan Cooke/Cooke Custom Sewing) goes for an early morning paddle in the BWCA.




    David Morlock, Morlock photography




    A Magic Day in the BWCA




    Sunrise on a quiet lake deep in the heart of the Boundary Waters Canoe Area. Anxious hands, chilled by the day's beginning, slip the trim Kevlar canoe into the champagne-clear water. Only the muffled chirp of a Canada jay testifies to the day's awakening.




    You muscle your gear to the water's edge and, with the help of your partner, methodically place it into the canoe. The natural odor of sweat-stained canvas and hand-oiled leather suggests that these old Duluth packs "belong."




    It takes less than a minute to orient your map and set a compass bearing to the first portage, which by your calculation is more than 2 miles away. Briefly you glance at your watch—it's 7:15 a.m. An hour of casual paddling will bring you to the first carry of the day.




    You're paddling stern today, so you have the luxury of a shock-corded thwart that keeps your oriented map from blowing out to sea. Strapped around the thwart is a handy wrist compass that you can read without putting down your paddle.




    For a while you paddle determinedly along, eyes intent on a distant notch on the horizon, beyond which is the portage. Then, suddenly aware that you are hurrying for no reason, you call a pause and laze back in the canoe and drop your arms to your sides, hands immersed wrist-deep in the cool, clear water. Every muscle relaxes as your body attunes to the growing warmth of the expanding sun. Overhead, a lone cottony cloud punctuates an ocean of azure. Here there are no schedules or deadlines to meet, no intellectual discussions or arguments. There is just the magic of the water.




    Ultimately you are awakened by the hushed enthusiasm of your partner. "There, there!" she whispers, pointing to a full-grown moose a hundred feet away. "Freeze—just float," you quietly say. Startled but unafraid, the huge animal stares curiously your way. Then, with an unhurried air, she swims lazily ashore and disappears into the forest. It is barely 8 a.m. and already the wind is producing small whitecaps on the formerly placid water. Thank goodness you are now in the lee of the islands. Momentarily you rest your paddle on the gunnels and study the map. "The portage is in that bay to the right," you call confidently. "No, I think it's over there," answers your partner, who motions toward a narrow stream at left.




    Her destination is closer, so you go there first. Sure enough, she is right on target—a small opening near the channel marks the carry.




    You put ashore at the 80-rod portage but don't unload the canoe. The rough trail sug-gests that either few people come this way or there's a "paddle-through" to the next lake. "Let's check out the beaver stream before we carry over," you call enthusiastically.




    The stream is clear for the first hundred yards. Then it disappears in a maze of thick vegetation.




    "Think we can get through?" asks your friend.




    "Don't know. Wanna try?"




    "Sure," comes the ready reply.




    At the start, the beaver stream is narrow and deep, with plenty of water to float a canoe. Round the bend it sprawls to a shallow pond and there's a low dam that you must carry over. Then you're back in the skinny channel again and it's a smooth ride to the next lake.




    Smugly, you congratulate each other on your adventurous spirits and the portage you didn't make!




    It is noon and the high golden sun has flooded the day with warmth and light. High in the crown of a lofty white pine is a huge eagle nest that must weigh a quarter ton. In a flash, a mature bald eagle becomes airborne and silently glides your way. Disturbed by your presence, it emits a concerned "keeow!"




    You put ashore on a lichen-splashed outcrop and prepare the lunch. Pita bread laced with vacuum-sealed dill cheese, summer sausage, and spicy brown mustard go down easily with Crystal Light lemonade you mix in a poly bottle. It has been an unusually interesting day, so you agree to share one of the six crisp Braeburn apples you have brought along for special occasions.




    The meal closes with a thorough policing of the lunch site. Every bit of garbage, from the tiniest twist-tie to the smallest rubber band, is zealously rounded up and placed in a heavy-duty plastic bag to be later burned at the campfire or packed out to civilization. To leave evidence—even the smallest evidence—of humankind on this treasured site is unthinkable. You don't need official rules and preaching to tell you what is right.




    By 3 p.m. you have covered 10 miles, which was your goal for the day. You've run two bouncy rapids, portaged five times, and cheated a sixth carry by paddling the beaver stream to the next lake. High on a proud granite hill, a windward campsite commands a full view of the sparkling lake. "Let's camp there," you say unanimously. Then together you burst out laughing and agree that a long, cool swim and coffee brewed fresh over a crackling fire would be a perfect way to end this perfect day. As you put ashore on the idyllic site, you make a pact not to take the day's events too seriously. After all, tomorrow may be another magic day.


  




  WHAT'S NEW ABOUT THIS NEW EDITION?




  The wonderful thing about canoeing and camping is that one never quits learning. Each canoe trip presents new challenges that excite solutions. It has been twelve years since the previous edition came out, so serious changes were in order. I've added more than 6,000 new words, full-color photos, new product ideas, and revised appendices. A new chapter, "Solo Canoes and Kayaks in the Boundary Waters," details how to paddle, portage, and pack these personal-size watercraft. Chapter 14 provides new advice from twelve top Boundary Waters paddlers.




  Interspersed throughout the book are recommendations for some of my favorite canoeing and camping items. I receive no gratuities for mentioning them. I suggest them to you only because they work so well for me. Most outdoors gear is built for backpackers, anglers, and hunters, not for the esoteric sport of wilderness canoeing and camping. The few products specifically designed for "our sport" are usually produced in limited quantities by small manufacturers—often, one-person shops—who fade away quickly because they cannot afford to advertise. I am pleased to recognize these companies and to commend their products to your attention. Ordering information is provided in appendix B.




  Preface




  The Boundary Waters Canoe Area is a haunt-ingly beautiful place—a million acres of glacier-scoured bedrock covered with birch and pine forests, laced with over a thousand sparkling lakes. Rivers and streams, or portage trails through the woods, connect these lakes along and just south of the international border between Minnesota and Ontario. Cliffs plunge deep into lakes here, rivers tumble over waterfalls and through rapids, and loons yodel their eerie calls across moonlit lakes. An original unit of the national Wilderness Preservation System, the Boundary Waters Canoe Area is the largest wilderness east of the Rockies and north of Florida's Everglades. This unique region contains the largest block of virgin forest in the eastern United States and provides home to a host of native wild species like moose, otters, bald eagles, and the rare eastern timber wolf.




  The BWCA is also an integral part of an international wilderness complex known as the Quetico-Superior Ecosystem. This broader region includes Ontario's 1.2-million-acre Quetico Provincial Park, the 219,000-acre Voyageurs National Park just west of the Boundary Waters, and other key lands. Altogether, the Quetico-Superior Ecosystem is an internationally significant treasure of some 2.5 million acres!
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  Early morning on Ham Lake. scenes like this abound in the BWCA.




  The Boundary Waters area has not always enjoyed wilderness protection. We are the recipients of a storied legacy that began in the early part of the twentieth century. Through the efforts of wilderness advocates like Sigurd Olson, Ernest Oberholtzer, Bob Marshall, Bud Heinselman, and thousands of others, the BWCA remains free from resource and recreational development. But preserving the wildness of this wilderness requires unrelenting vigilance.




  Surprisingly, the world's most famous canoe country is at risk from those of us who come to explore its waterways and seek its charms. Because of its beauty and allure, the Boundary Waters Canoe Area is the most heavily visited wilderness in the nation. An estimated 200,000 people annually accumulate 1.5 million "recreation visitor days" of use in the Boundary Waters. Unless we ensure that adequate protections are in place, we threaten to love the area to death, damaging campsites and destroying the very solitude and silence we seek.




  All of us who visit the canoe country must remember that the wilderness was there first, that the area and its wildlife have immense "biocentric" values beyond just recreation. We must learn to leave no trace of our passing and to practice minimal-impact camping techniques. We must remain alert for practices that would threaten the wildness of the Boundary Waters and willingly embrace environmental organizations that press for protective policies. If we care enough about the Boundary Waters, we can pass on a priceless legacy of protected wilderness to our heirs.
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  Solitude is what the Boundary Waters are all about.


  Mike Rapatz




  Kevin Proescholdt




  Former Director, Friends of the Boundary Waters Wilderness
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  Chapter 1




  A Wilderness in Turmoil




  by David Backes




  In June 1921 a 22-year-old high school teacher from Nashwauk, Minnesota, made his first canoe trip into the Boundary Waters, and recorded observations in a pocket notebook. "This is beautiful," he wrote one afternoon while windbound on a rocky island in Seagull Lake. "Everything is as God made it, untouched by man. My dreams have come true. I've seen real wild country and have not been disappointed."




  He almost died before the trip began, barely avoiding a plunge over a waterfall, and his notebook describes mosquito-ridden nights, painful portaging, and two times when his group was lost for hours, but Sigurd Olson was hooked. Within two years he moved to Ely, Minnesota, right at the edge of the Boundary Waters, and began developing his long relationship with wilderness that eventually bore fruit in widely read books of nature essays and in his work as a leader in the struggle to save the last great remnants of North American wilderness. Through it all, he fought longest and hardest to make it possible for future generations to experience genuine wilderness in the Boundary Waters he had loved since 1921.




  While few achieve the kind of recognition enjoyed by a Sigurd Olson, many have followed the same basic pattern: The canoe country steals their hearts and eventually their time.




  Call it a paradox. There's something about this rugged land that fills people with peace and makes them ready to do battle.




  And there have been plenty of battles over the Boundary Waters, involving more court hearings and pieces of legislation than probably any other wilderness area in North America. I don't know of another wilderness, for example, that has been raided by the FBI.




  You haven't heard that story? It happened in 1953, four years after President Harry Truman had signed a precedent-setting executive order forbidding airplanes from flying into the Boundary Waters. The owners of three resorts on Crooked Lake and Lac la Croix had challenged the order in federal court and lost. They planned on appealing to the US Supreme Court (the Court ultimately refused to hear the case), but meanwhile they defied a federal appeals court injunction and continued to fly in up to 200 people a day.




  On June 30, 1953, three FBI agents and two US marshals joined forest rangers and game wardens in Ely and planned the operation. On July 2 the US marshals flew to the resorts, seized the planes, arrested the pilots, and handed subpoenas to the resort owners. Over the next several days forest service officials flew stranded resort guests back to Ely, where they were questioned by the FBI agents and had their fishing licenses checked by the game wardens. The New York Times ran stories three days in a row, with such titles as "Campers Stranded as U.S. Seizes Planes Violating Ban in Minnesota" and "Two Hundred in Woods Face Rough Trip Home."
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  Airplanes haven't been allowed in the BWCA and Quetico Provincial Park for many years. However, they may operate just outside the protected wilderness. Here a couple is getting ready to fly into a lake at the edge of Quetico Provincial Park. The plane is a DeHaviland Beaver.




  It sounds funny now, but it was deadly earnest at the time. The airplane controversy was among the most bitter in the canoe country's history. In Ely it turned some families inside out. Neighbors wouldn't speak to each other. People who attended the same church would turn away from each other.




  The city's establishment was decidedly pro-airplane, so it was especially tough for those who favored banning planes from the wilderness. The Ely Miner published flagrant lies about airplane opponents. Sigurd Olson, for example, returned from a canoe trip in August 1948 to find himself accused of owning stock in timber companies and trying to ban airplanes so that the loggers could clear-cut the interior portions of the wilderness without being seen. In the charged atmosphere, people actually believed it.




  Another Miner story, equally false, sparked death threats against Frank Hubachek, a leading proponent of the airplane ban. Then there was the owner of Ely's radio station, who sold the station shortly after broadcasting a story about fishermen illegally flying fish out of the wilderness; he said he couldn't take the threats anymore. And a small bomb was detonated in the backyard of Bill Rom, an outfitter who favored the ban.




  I often think of the courage of those people in Ely and Winton and Tower and other northeastern Minnesota communities who stood up for their belief in preserving the wilderness canoe country despite the harassment they knew they would endure. Sigurd Olson was not the only one who was told he would lose his job if he kept up his wilderness activism; he's just the best known. And eventually his fame protected him from most kinds of abuse, at least if you don't count his being hanged in effigy at the age of 78.




  At times the same kind of courage has been required of canoe country defenders outside northeastern Minnesota. I think especially of a battle against waterpower development in the late 1920s and early 1930s. Edward W. Backus, one of the last of the timber barons, wanted to build a series of storage dams, and eight of them were to be built smack in the middle of the canoe country. The dams would have generated 20,000 horsepower for his power dams between Rainy Lake and Lake Winnipeg. They also would have raised lake levels as high as 80 feet in places, flooding thousands of miles of shoreline. Basswood Falls, Curtain Falls, Rebecca and Birch Falls would have been wiped out. Lac la Croix would have lost nearly all of its 300 islands.
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  Recreational fishing is popular in the BWCA and Quetico. Nice smallmouth bass!


  We-no-nah Canoe Company




  A group of brave men, however, formed an organization called the Quetico-Superior Council to fight Backus. Rallying behind a proposal for an international wilderness reserve that was drafted by an energetic and visionary man named Ernest Oberholtzer, the council put Backus on the defensive and ultimately outlasted him. But it wasn't easy on the activists, many of them from Minneapolis and Chicago. Backus pulled out all the stops, getting banks to call back notes of those who opposed his plan and using contacts to put pressure on them in the workplace.




  [image: Exploring a beaver pond. Darrell Foss]




  Fighting Boundary Waters battles hasn't always required heroism, however. Every fight has had its heroes, but every fight has depended in the end on the just plain hard work of average people who love the wilderness. Rarely do they get any publicity, just the satisfaction of contributing to a cause in which they deeply believe.




  Frank Robertson, of Minnesota's Mesabi Range country, was the epitome of these foot soldiers. Not especially articulate, not one to give lengthy speeches or write articles or lobby legislators, he played a key role in the fight to ban airplanes from the wilderness. He took a documentary film about the issue from town to town all over northeastern Minnesota, showing it to any civic group that would let him in: Rotary Clubs, garden clubs, American Legions, church groups, chambers of commerce. Over the course of a couple years' worth of weekends and weekday evenings, he showed the film more than 800 times, wearing out his first copy after 500 showings.




  Because of Frank Robertson's efforts, more than seventy-five organizations passed resolutions in favor of the airplane ban. This provided empirical evidence to counter the claims of airplane supporters that local opinion was solidly behind them and made it easier for the newly elected Senator Hubert Humphrey and for Representative John Blatnik to risk siding with the preservationists. If they had opposed the ban, President Truman would not have signed the executive order.




  There have been too many other battles to describe in this short space—battles over logging and outboard motors and snowmobiles, for example—but they always have addressed the same basic question: What kind of place should the Boundary Waters be? If it is meant to provide people not just with clean air, physical adventure, and mouth-watering walleyed pike but also with experiences of solitude and silence and a sense of kinship with the natural world from which they come, then the answer is clear: This is no place for logging or motors, and the number of visitors must be carefully managed.




  If this is your answer, be prepared to defend it, for to carry out such convictions inevitably means hurting the interests of a number of other people, most of whom live near the canoe country. It's easy to stereotype resort owners and loggers as greedy and to portray other area residents who oppose further restrictions as narrow-minded and selfish, but in fact they're just like everyone else. They've got children to feed and clothe, mortgages to pay, health insurance to purchase, and retirement savings to worry about. The difference is that they live next to this beautiful wilderness and depend on the canoe country either for their living or for their primary recreations. Compared to people living in large cities, they have fewer options to fall back on when their livelihood is threatened.
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  Kids and fishing naturally go together. These fish were caught along the Kawishiwi River, near Ely, Minnesota.


  Mike Rapatz




  Also realize that northeastern Minnesotans have never enjoyed much control over their economy. The big logging companies came and went, and so did most of the mining companies. Local people never controlled these companies; their jobs were at the whims of people who lived far away. Tourism has been the most significant locally controlled industry this part of the state has ever had; no wonder area residents often react heatedly to proposed wilderness regulations.




  Those of us who want to keep the Boundary Waters wild have a double task then: to be vigilant for threats to the tangible and intangible qualities that make the canoe country precious and to do so in a way that does not place an unjust burden on the people who live nearby. Anything we can do to promote a healthy and environmentally sound local economy will reap wilderness benefits.




  Finding some sort of common ground, or at least building mutual respect, between non-local preservationists and area residents will become increasingly important over the next half century, because the Great Lakes region is likely to improve its industrial base. The West is running out of water, but the Midwest has it in abundance. A large increase in the region's population will certainly mean a large increase in potential visitors to the Boundary Waters. There quite likely will be pressure to relax the daily limits on the number of people who can enter the wilderness. Preservationists will find it easier to defend visitor restrictions if they can work with area residents to attract tourist traffic to the lakes and woods outside the wilderness.




  Yes, there will be battles ahead. That is a given. But as long as there are people who not only love the wilderness but also are willing to give of themselves to defend it, there is hope. The next time you visit the Boundary Waters, remember that. And when you find yourself at peace some evening as the sun casts its last quivering rays over the water and a loon gives out a long, mournful cry—when it finally hits you just how quiet it is—remember how that solitude and silence were bought for you by the sweat and dedication of hundreds of people over many years. Remember them. Enjoy the spirit of the wild. And vow to defend it.




  David Backes holds a Ph.D. in environmental communication from the University of Wisconsin-Madison and is a professor in the Department of Journalism and Mass Communication at UW-Milwaukee. He fell in love with the Boundary Waters in 1963, when his family first visited the area. Mr. Backes has authored three powerful books, which I commend to your attention. Canoe Country: An Embattled Wilderness (NorthWord Press, 1991) is a lively history of the Boundary Waters that has received international praise. The Wilderness Companion (NorthWord Press, 1992) is a thought-provoking collection of memorable quotes from a variety of respected sources. A Wilderness Within (University of Minnesota Press, 1997) is the life story of wilderness giant Sigurd F. Olson.




  [image: Along the Frost River. Note the coiled lining ropes and blue nylon spray cover on this Bell Yellowstone solo canoe.]




  




  Chapter 2




  Planning and Pacing Your Canoe Trip




  I grew up in southern Indiana where a 2-acre farm pond qualifies as a lake. So imagine my chagrin when I got my first view of the Boundary Waters from a sandy rise above Saganaga Lake. Ten miles long and half as wide, Saganaga had hundreds of islands, bays, and channels to confuse the route our Grand Marais outfitter had outlined on our map. And beyond the wind-protected shoreline there were whitecaps—big ones! I searched the lake for sign of a canoe. There was none.




  My partner and I exchanged worried glances and then burst out laughing. Back home in Indiana we were pros; here in Minnesota we were Cheechakos in a foreign land. Canoe this heaving lake today? No way!




  After a short discussion, we decided to reverse our proposed route and begin our trip on nearby Seagull Lake. Seagull was about half the size of Saganaga, and it had more islands to break the wind. We figured that once we reached Miles Island, we could follow the lee shore all the way to the first portage.




  We encountered breaking waves as soon as we cleared the channel and headed west onto the big lake. Eyes glued to our maps, we threaded our way through a maze of wind-protected islands. Thirty minutes later we identified the small, rock-walled harbor of Miles Island, where we paused to reflect on the fate of other canoeists who might not be so proficient in map and compass work.




  "I'll bet a lot of people spend a lot of time paddling around wondering where they're at," mused my friend, John Orr.
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